The Backstreets were the type of environment that could only raise specific kinds of people. 
Whether they be paranoid of whatever danger may lurk around the corner, submissive towards 
whatever hierarchy they would end up being forced to follow, or opportunistic at all cost for the 
mere goal of survival. No matter how he were to turn out, he was destined to follow one of 


those paths for as long as these dirty and bloody alleys were all that he knew. 


Life was hard, especially for someone so young. So weak and helpless, compared to the 
Criminals and Fixers patrolling around the buildings he would hide away in. And yet, he 


persevered. 


Maybe it was his quick wit helping him wriggle out of tight situations. Maybe it was his tongue 
helping him smooth things out if they ever got heated. Or maybe it was the Ahn he'd always 
managed to snag out of a random elderly citizen’s pocket, just enough to cover the smallest of 


protection fees. 


All he could rely on was luck and discretion. Lies and tricks. Because he was always so small. So 
weak. He knew one wrong move could be enough to change that gruff Syndicate member’s 
mind mid-coin counting and have them beat him to the ground. So he had to always be careful. 
Always on edge. Always ready to run, to turn tail and find another tiny square to call his home 


for the next few nights. 


Oh how he hated that feeling. That no matter how much older and bigger he got, he was always 
the smaller one. Always a tiny little insect, just inconspicuous enough to fly by if he was lucky, 
but always knowing at the back of his mind that he could be snuffed out by a single wave of a 
larger hand. 


A kid like him was already pushing his luck, surviving for this long all alone. 


That mounting realization of dread forced a thought into his head. He had to get stronger. If he 
were to survive like this, he had no choice but to get stronger. And he was rapidly running out 


of time for his body to achieve that on its own. 


Augmentations are something every City dweller knows about, whether intimately or in 
passing. He’s had more than enough opportunities to get familiar with what his corner of the 


Backstreets had to offer. 


Prosthetics were immediately thrown out as an option, not even considered for more than a 
split second. He wasn’t going to cut off his own limbs just to add rusty metallic ones, and when 


it came to the full-body ones... Frankly, the mere idea made him feel sick. 


Workshop weapons were also out of the question. Not only were many of them too expensive 
compared to the pittance he would manage to gather, but they also required additional 


procedures just to be properly wieldable. No, that wouldn't do. 


As his mind wandered, he recalled the visages of the Thugs begrudgingly allowing him to stay 
on their turf for his coin. Unlike some of the other Syndicates he was used to dealing with, those 


seemed to be closer in financial status to mere Rats like him, making them a good blueprint. 


Thankfully, it took him no time at all to figure out what he needed. 


The augmentation tattoos were what jumped out to him. A kind of technology that’s been cheap 
and easily accessible ever since its patent had expired, or so he’s heard. Of course, getting ones of 
good enough quality would still cost him, but he deemed it worth it. He’d seen what those 
marked with them could do. Any crumb of strength he could reach was one he desperately 


needed. 


It was once he had secured his chance for a procedure that he once again faced his own fragility. 
Even as he bit down on his own lips to stifle any sound, the process of ink penetrating his skin 
scorched at his pain receptors. Muscles burning as if on coals, and bones aching as if pulled at 


and bent to near cracking. 


But that pain was worth it. The cost was worth it. The gruelling path that had led him to this 


moment was worth it. 


All he needed to be fully convinced of that was the sense of gratification that followed the sound 
of the first ever skull he’d cracked open. That knowledge that, yes, he could be stronger. He could 


stop being small. 


And yet, behind that manic glint in his eyes, a sour bitterness rose in his throat. Because he 
knew that it wasn’t his own strength. Because he knew it would still not be enough. It would 


never be enough. 


“Hm? Why I got these in particular?” 


K’s eyes wander down to where your own gaze points, tracing the dark patterns decorating the 
bits of tastefully exposed skin. The same ones that used to be completely covered by the uniform 
she’d coveted to wear at L Corp, and the very same ones that would help them keep others 


intimidated during their brief stunts at small-scale Syndicates. 


His eyebrow twitches. 


The gaze they return towards you is one of insufferable overconfidence. 


“Pft. What, are you blind or some shit? It’s part of this obscure thing called ‘personal style’, 


maybe if you had good taste you'd have noticed that sooner.” 

You nod with a sigh, unsure what answer you were expecting. 

While in the middle of that gesture, you miss the slight quiver that passes through his features. 
That’s right. That’s all these tats are. A fashion statement. Personal style. It was all their choice 
to get them, made completely out of their own free will and not because of the circumstances 
forcing them to do so. 

Maybe if she keeps repeating it, she'll believe it. Maybe he'll be able to delude himself into 


thinking his strength came from him and him alone. Maybe, just maybe, the urge to scratch it all 


off will eventually fade. 


